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For the full text of this licence, please go to: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/2.5/ Offering an overview of its achievements so far, and its ambitions for the future, the British Labour Party (2005a) asserts that education is 'central' to its mission to deliver social justice and equality of opportunity (footnote 1). On coming to power in 1997, after 18 years of Conservative government, Labour's 'first task has been to raise achievement and aspirations in every community' so that now parents expect a 'world-class education for their child, regardless of where they live or what they earn'. The Party is said to be committed to extending high quality 'personalised' education to all. Labour sees itself undertaking 'a revolution' in early-years education and care, with a guarantee of a free part-time nursery place for every 3 and 4 year old, more than 500 Sure Start centres and increasing the number of Children's Centres to 3,500 by 2010. Labour reports 'remarkable progress' in education, with 'standards up across the board including the best ever primary school results'. Schools in the 'most deprived areas' are said to have shown the 'greatest improvement in performance'. More breakfast and after school clubs have been organised to 'boost learning and enable all children to participate in a wide range of activities'. There are said to be 'more teachers in schools than at any point in last twenty years'; 28,000 more than in 1997 when Labour came to power, and 105,000 new teaching assistants and support staff. Moreover, Labour plans to rebuild or refurbished every secondary school 'over the next ten to15 years'. Labour claims a 'doubling of funding per pupil since 1997' with the aim of reaching at least £5,500 per pupil by 2007-08. Beyond compulsory schooling, 250,000 young people are said to be benefiting from Labour's new Education Maintenance Allowances (EMAs) and 'earn-as-you-learn' allowances which offer a financial incentive to help combat 'the culture of dropping out' at 16. 'Over a quarter of young people' are going on to apprenticeships, and the highest ever number of 18-30 year olds are going on to university. The proportion going into higher education is said to have risen from 'an elite few of around 6 per cent in the 1960s to 44 per cent in 2004' (cf. Roberts 2004) . New proposals will 'improve access to university for students from all social backgrounds' (all of the quotes cited in this opening paragraph are taken from, The Labour Party, 2005a).
A commitment to continued progress was delineated by Ruth Kelly in her first speech as
Secretary of State for Education and Skills at the 2005 North of England Conference.
Speaking to teachers, headteachers, other educationists and interested observers Kelly approached the question of the politics of education by saying that, If like me you are passionate about these things, then you will be pretty frustrated with the often polarised education debate -which does not start from the opportunities for children or the voice of parents. Many on the right believe, with deep pessimism, that the future must be like the past; that standards are only maintained if a majority fail and a minority succeed -when, in the modern age, we can and must be hugely more ambitious and optimistic about our young people and their potential to succeed at school, with the right teaching and support. Some on the left still fall into the trap of excusing educational failure by reference to poverty. In the 21st century, where every young person needs a good education to succeed, both these positions are outdated and profoundly wrong. (Kelly, 2005a) In these opening remarks Kelly appears to demonstrate little understanding of either 'left' or 'right' politics of education. Her caricature of 'these positions' would itself appear to be 'profoundly wrong'. Moreover, and of perhaps more concern for sociologists of education, she at first gives the impression of having little knowledge of the last fifty years of research in the field. However, the main thrust of her speech relies to a certain extent on the research findings of sociology of education and related social policy fields.
The 'new' politics of education in these 'changing times' owes much to sociology of education whilst at the same time understating the significance both of right and left positions in the recent reconstruction of Labour's politics of education in Britain.
Kelly's assertion that 'Many on the right believe, with deep pessimism, that the future must be like the past; that standards are only maintained if a majority fail and a minority succeed' is evidently wrong. In a nutshell, the right wants to see a further and much more radical shift in the way education is provided such that it would be very different from the past (see for example Tooley, 2000) . Indeed, the right wants much of what Kelly goes on to say that she wants to see, asserting that for her it is a 'matter of principle that choice should be expanded where we can -so that parents can increasingly choose between excellent local schools with different strengths and have choice within the curriculum in all schools' (Kelly, 2005a) . Like the right, Kelly is also keen on the notion of 'empowered local headteachers' and for good measure deplores 'badly behaved pupils' who 'damage their own education and those of their classmates' (ibid). Appropriately empowered heads, she says, 'have the right to exclude pupils and use other sanctions for the good of the pupil and the good of the wider school' (ibid.). Choice, parent power, headteacher power, discipline and good behaviour of pupils is common ground for new Labour and for the new right.
Kelly's assertion that, 'Some on the left still fall into the trap of excusing educational failure by reference to poverty' is grotesque caricature of complex differences in arguments on the left. Of course, her caricature is qualified by the word 'some' but no reference is made to any specific person or leftist perspective. I know of no one on the left who excuses failure by reference to poverty. Rather, socio-economic conditions form part of the explanation of differences in educational outcomes (see Demaine, 2003 (Joseph, 1972 ) . According to a recent commentator 'Sir Keith Joseph was a very interesting politician, far removed from his stereotype as a harsh Right-winger…(who) developed a research programme to discover the facts behind his concept of the 'cycle of deprivation'. It was a concept that drew attention to the interaction of poor education attainment, poverty, emotional impoverishment, depression and despair' (Owen, 2000) . Joseph's remedies were not so dissimilar from those offered by Kelly and whilst many 'on the left' (to adopt her phrase) reject simplistic deterministic notions and the discourse of 'cycle of deprivation' they have nevertheless long deployed the notion of 'social reproduction' to explain the relationship between inequality, poverty and educational outcomes (for example see Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Mortimore and Whitty, 1997 ; and for further see Demaine, 2003) .
'diverse' educational opportunity
For many, but by no means not all on the left (footnote 2), and for some on the right, the way to address social disadvantage, which is now widely acknowledged as the most significant condition leading to differential educational outcomes, is to enhance the educational experience of children before they start school. This, together with earlier commencement of primary schooling, as such, and the improvement of primary and secondary education generally, are the main planks of the new politics of education. Of course, both primary and secondary schooling have become increasingly differentiated as these sectors have responded to 'quasi market' conditions over the last decade or so (Ball, 2003; Demaine, 1990 inter alios) . With respect to post-compulsory education, Labour has introduced education maintenance allowances (EMAs) in an attempt to encourage young people from less well off families into further education, and higher education has been expanded so that there are now more university places available than at any time in history. Of course, universities remain highly selective and the social distribution of places strongly reflects social class differences as is evident from comparing Oxford and Cambridge with, say, Derby and Luton universities. As Ken Roberts (2004) rightly argues, 'Elite routes -through the UK's 'best secondary schools into the 'best' universities then into the best jobs -remain intact'.
Indeed, rather than setting out to attack elite routes, Labour is more concerned with the diversity of provision and with its quality. In order to achieve its aim of overall improvement in the quality and diversity of educational provision, Labour is more than willing to embrace the 'independent' school sector and to widen the development of quasi-independent secondary schooling within the state-maintained sector. Tony Blair proposes that 'specialist schools will become near universal, and there will be 200 entirely new academies -free to parents, with no selection by ability -run by independent sponsors in areas where schools have been weak or failing in the past ' (Blair, 2004) . He goes on to say that he 'will be happy to see these sponsored not just by individual entrepreneurs but also by companies: by churches and other faiths; and by the independent school sector. 200 is what we believe we can achieve. But if we can do more, we will. We will also promote a far stronger vocational pathway leading from school into apprenticeships and further education, so that the overwhelming majority of 16-18 year olds, not just those on a track to university, remain engaged in education or formal training and we make irrelevant the outdated concept of an education leaving age of 16' (ibid.).
Labour's policy for the youngest children from least well-off families has been based on early provision via Sure Start leading to the phased introduction of children's centres.
The Sure Start programme aimed to 'improve the health and well-being of families and children before and from birth, so children are ready to flourish when they go to school' (Department for Education and Employment, 1999) . It began to do this in the early 2000s by setting up local Sure Start programmes to improve services for families with children under the age of four, and spreading good practice learned from local programmes to everyone involved in providing services for young children. Sure Start works with 8 parents-to-be, parents and children 'to promote the physical, intellectual and social development of babies and young children -particularly those who are disadvantagedso that they can flourish at home and when they get to school, and thereby break the cycle of disadvantage for the current generation of young children' (ibid.). The older discourse on 'deprivation' has been replaced by one on 'disadvantage' and Sure Start is said to be a 'cornerstone' of the Government's drive to tackle child poverty and social exclusion. 's aim is to provide flexible, seamless and consistent services so that all families will experience a co-ordinated approach to family care that will lead to the promotion of the physical, intellectual and emotional development of young children. The Children's Centre will generally be the first contact point for families expecting babies, and 'outreach facilities' will ensure that the centres become 'pro-active' in contacting families with children. Critics claim that Sure Start will be altered in all but name and some observers argue that much it still to be done if its good work is not to be undone in the next phase of reform (Collins and Byrne, 2005; Alakeson, 2005 Our commitment to the expansion of Sure Start children's centres and high quality early learning, will mean that every child starts school at the age of four or five ready to learn. We have had the best ever results in primary schools this year.
Steadily improving results at Key Stage 3 and at GCSE. Radical reductions in the numbers of failing schools. More specialist schools with improving standards. The development of a new relationship with schools. Unprecedented stability in school funding. More young people studying for A level and more taking up apprenticeships. Record numbers going to University. And more and more adults rescued from the lack of basic skills. All underpinned by record investment (Kelly, 2005a ).
Nevertheless, she suggest that 'significant challenges' remain. For example, 'no one can be content when the gap in entry to higher education between lower and higher social classes remains stubbornly wide. There can be no room for complacency when the type of job you get depends increasingly on your parent's incomes. Or where the lower a school's GCSE results, the more likely it is to have had significant numbers of pupils entitled to free school meals'. Kelly goes on to say that she does not 'underestimate the scale of these challenges. Nor do I pretend to know all the answers' (ibid., emphasis added). We shall come to the Tomlinson Report shortly.
inequality of opportunity in the quasi market
There may well be no 'answers' in the current and foreseeable future because laudable and radical as Labour's policy is for disadvantaged families, the 'other side' of Labour's policy continues to enhance the advantages of the already advantaged and their children.
Rather than addressing the inequality between schools and the disadvantages of those with 'significant numbers of pupils entitled to free school meals' (a proxy for socio- (Miliband, 2004) . For him 'personalisation' was not 'jargon' but neither did it involve 'individualised learning'.
Rather, he argued that it involves 'careful attention to children's individual learning styles, motivations, and needs, rigorous use of pupil target setting linked to high quality assessment and lesson that are well paced and enjoyable. Personalised learning involves pupils who are supported by partnership with others beyond the classroom, high expectation of every child given practical form by high quality teaching based on a sound 13 knowledge and understanding of each child's needs' (Miliband, 2004) . Fine words with which few would disagree but how is this to be achieved? Miliband argued, somewhat vaguely, and with other questions rather than detailed answers, that 'it can only be developed school by school. It cannot be imposed from above. The question facing us today is simple: what do we need to do to make personalised learning the defining feature of our education system? I think it requires a new relationship between the Department, LEAs and schools, that brings a sharper focus to our work at national level, and strips out clutter and duplication through stronger alignment of all activity, in order to release greater local initiative and energy. The aim is, and I am determined that the result will be, accountability' is the way forward. Accountability is not something confined to education, it is 'in some ways the foundation of public services today. Without accountability there is no legitimacy; without legitimacy there is no support; without support there are no resources; and without resources there are no services' (Miliband, 2004) . He goes on to suggest that accountability 'should not be a necessary evil. Instead it should be a valuable tool. In the new relationship with schools, we need to move beyond defending the need for an accountability framework, and respond to those who want it to work better to promote high performance … intelligent accountability serves two functions: it helps the system learn from itself; and it shows the public that they are getting value for money' (ibid). All very well but, again, not an education policy as such.
differentiation and contextualised provision
Argument for accountability is hardly new. The Callaghan government commissioned the Taylor Report (1977) which proposed specific mechanisms for the election of school governors including parents and community representatives (see Demaine, 1981) . Of course, there is more to accountability than the formal mechanisms of representation; the experience of school accountability and 'responsiveness' depends on specific conditions in individual schools which vary considerably. An important condition is the 'disposition' of the Chair of governors and even more importantly the disposition headteacher. Ruth Lupton reports on 'The Farcliffe School' and on how the headteacher there sees things. 'This isn't a school; it's a family, a social services department, and the rest. If we're going to improve on education, these other things have got to be dealt with' (cited in Lupton, 2004) . Lupton goes on to report that the evidence of her research suggests that to be effective, school improvement policy needs to contextualized; there is a need for the recognition that, some of the practices in schools in disadvantaged areas are necessarily different from those in other areas and that differentiated provision is needed, adapted to the specific needs in each school. This would mean adjusted curriculum, learning resources and pedagogic approaches, to enable effective teaching and learning to take place… teachers need to be equipped with suitable resources for working with low ability pupils, and mechanisms need to be developed to transfer expertise from special needs to mainstream education, in recognition of the fact that some lower sets are effectively special needs groups, requiring teaching techniques with which mainstream teachers are not necessarily equipped (Lupton, 2004) There is nothing abstract about accountability here, and no 'excuses' for underachievement, just practical policy ideas to address specific contexts including concrete proposals on the effective engagement of parents rather than regarding them a outsiders or 'customers'. Of course, none of this will bring about 'equality' of educational opportunity or 'equality' of educational outcome because the more advantaged families who send their children to other schools, the 'fearful middle classes', will be working hard to secure their advantage. Sure Start, the new Children's Centres, joined-up services, school improvement and the rest will not be sufficient to break the link between poverty, inequality and differential educational outcomes. But if the break with the quest for unachievable 'equality', and the rhetoric that has surrounded it for so many decades, is replaced by the realism of contextualised and accountable education which addresses the real needs of children, that will be an achievement worth striving for.
Labour's new politics of education needs to continue to pay close attention to relevant research that is informed by a sociological perspective but, as a political party seeking to continue to remain in government, Labour also needs to pay very close attention to its electorate. It is in this context that Kelly's response to the Tomlinson Report must be seen.
Labour and the Tomlinson Report
The October 2004 report by Mike Tomlinson, the much respected former Head of the Office for Standards in Education and Chief Inspector of Schools, presents a detailed, comprehensive and radical set of proposals for the reform of 14-19 education over a ten year period (Tomlinson, 2004) . This is not the place to attempt to review a 116 page document that contains such detailed, well argued recommendations for reform; it would be impossible to do credit to Tomlinson's I would like to start by putting on record my thanks to Sir Mike Tomlinson and his working group members for their time and effort. They issued us with a challenge -how to fulfil the needs and aspirations of every single young person. Today I will be setting out how we will meet that challenge. (Kelly, 2005b) In the highly charged context of an up-coming election, perhaps inevitably, the media and to some extent the teacher unions and professional associations, have paid relatively little attention to Labour's acknowledgement of the work of Tomlinson, and his group, and to the fact that the report has not been consigned to the dustbin of history. The main focus has been on the retention of A-levels and GCSE. Now, although this has been interpreted by the left as a 'lack of political will and a betrayal', from the analytical perspective taken in this paper Labour's policy is quite explicable and entirely consistent with what I have called its 'two broad policy paths'. In order to continue to be electable, the British Labour Party perceives the need to appeal (correctly in my view) to the wider electorate; to working class Labour voters and to middle class Labour voters without whose support the Party would itself be consigned to the dustbin of history. Of course, elections are not won or lost on education policy alone but no political party seeking to form a government can afford to ignore any area of social policy.
Conclusions
The dividing line in education in Britain today is not between those families who subscribe to 'private' schooling and those who make use of 'state' provision; it is between those who can compete for advantage and those who are not in a position so to do. Two stands of policy address these two constituencies. The quasi market allows the better off to compete for advantage by securing places in what they regard as the 'best schools' be they in the private sector or the state sector. A second strand of policy addresses provision for those not in a position to compete. This involves the Sure Start programme and the provision of Children's Centres, the focus on numeracy and literacy in primary schools (most middle class children are already able to read before they arrive at school), school improvement targets for primary and secondary schools together with a range of other 'initiatives'; EMAs to encourage young people from less well off families to take advantage of further education from 16 to 19, and more accessible universities including those whose entry requirements are much less stringent than for earlier generations when only around 6% of young people were able to gain access. It is best to avoid the temptation of regarding these two stands as together constituting a 'third way'.
As I have argued elsewhere 'there are no "ways" but only possibilities contingent on a range of circumstances themselves partly the products of earlier conditions' (Demaine, 1999) . Labour has made progress along two broad policy paths by adopting a pragmatic approach which does not attempt to force them to cross or converge. Some call such an approach 'opportunism' and regard Labour's education policy as a 'betrayal' of principle; by which is meant the notion of 'equal opportunity'. But of course, as R.H Tawney (1931) pointed out many decades ago, and others more recently (Coleman, 1969) , that principle provides equal opportunity to fail as much as to succeed. Rather than leaving education to the market, Labour has focussed on the needs of those most likely to be failed by the principle of equal opportunity in the market. In so doing it has not closed, and cannot close, the social 'gap' in educational outcomes measured by achievement in public examinations. As Hills and Stewart (2005) report, whilst Labour has made 'genuine progress in reducing disadvantage, especially among families with children' Britain nevertheless remains a 'very unequal society'.
There is no reason to imagine that Labour's education policies will make a difference to Britain's unequal society and every reason to think that such policies will continue to sustain inequality of educational outcomes. But Labour's focus on educational opportunities for the disadvantaged should be judged on its own terms and not on its inability to address 'unequal society' as such. As Basil Bernstein is often quoted as arguing, 'education cannot compensate for society'. But of course he, and others since, have not argued that there is no scope for improvement in either. This paper has argued that, like it or not, Labour's education policy is best understood in the context of contemporary social and political conditions. 2. This is a good point at which to say thanks, and to acknowledge the comments of the anonymous readers of the first draft of this paper. I have benefited from their incisive reading and for their helpful and constructive comments. But there is one aspect on which I must disappoint. In a piece of this length it is not possible to elaborate and debate the many and various positions on either the left or the right. I am very well aware of the inadequacy of such phrases as, "many of the left" and "some on the right" but to engage properly with the wide range of opinion would take a very much longer paper or even a book. I am not at all sure that such effort is really worthwhile since "many" of the "positions" adopted are politically so unrealistic and without sufficient party political support as to make them remote and untenable. Current Labour Party policy is quite a 21 different matter, which is why I have chosen to focus on it in this short paper; and only a very narrow aspect of policy, at that.
Notes and Acknowledgements
3. I am grateful to my colleague Dennis Smith for pointing out that Tony Blair's mantra echoes that of the estate agent (realtor for American readers). I take full responsibility for the interpretation that follows.
